CHAPTER    XV I I I

THE  SOCIAL  APPROACH  TO
THE   STUDY  OF  LITERATURE

I. RACE, ENVIRONMENT AND TIME

IN CONSIDERING the periods in World Literature, we have in-
sisted upon the fact that they have no objective existence.
A nation has frontiers, a language has a grammar and a
vocabulary, a political regime has a constitution, a social regime
has a code; a period is merely a collective state of mind. Such
a state of mind is invariably complex, frequently confused. It
imposes no absolute uniformity upon those who live and work
under its dispensation: in the seventeenth century as today, men
differed in temperament, ability, taste, training. And a period
is not rigidly self-contained, an autarky cut off by impassable
barriers from other ages; we are able to enjoy the masterpieces
written centuries ago.

With these qualifications, the periods possess undeniable real-
ity. It is obvious that the works of Shakespeare would not have
been exactly the same, if he had been born in the murky seventh
century, or in the twentieth. The most independent genius is
subjected to innumerable influences. They are the material, if
not the spiritual, conditions of his being. He may manifest his
originality through them, in spite of them, and even against
them: he cannot escape them altogether. He may use language
as no one did before: he cannot create for himself a language
absolutely his own. Granted that a man is fundamentally man,
and that he is also his own unique self: between these two ex-
tremes, the human race and the individual, we cannot ignore
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